The most striking peculiarity of the female sexual system is, that it is in a state of functional activity only during one-half of the ordinary term of human life.
For the first fourteen or fifteen years it is undeveloped, isolated, entering in little or no degree among the organisms of the human body, showing no sympathies, receiving no impressions, and distributing no influences. After a period of about thirty years of physiological and pathological activity, this system again subsides into a state of functional quiescence, but it never becomes so isolated as at first; it ever retains a certain amount of sympathy with other organs and systems, and, subject to pathological changes, it exerts a considerable influence upon the general health.
It is, therefore, chiefly during these thirty years of functional activity that the uterine system presents a subject of the highest interest both to the physiologist and to the pathologist. At puberty, the system starts into vivid vitality, and assumes that predominance which it is to maintain for a certain period. Not only is there an energetic development of these organs themselves, but under their influence the action of every organ of the body and of the whole collectively is controlled and modified.
Nor is this power limited to the body, for the mental characteristics of the female are quite as much altered. From a child in thoughts, tastes, and habits, we see her suddenly expand into a woman, with higher aims, more exquisite feelings, and new aspirations. A still higher state of activity, and one more potential as regards the general condition, bodily and mental, is attained during gestation, during which process it seems as though the entire vital force were directed to the one object of reproduction. All the sympathies with the uterine system are more exquisite and intense, and, for the time, Ave may say that utero-gestation governs both body and mind.
This influence of the uterine system upon other organs, modifying their action for good or evil, is one great peculiarity which deserves our careful study. But another and an opposite characteristic is the reciprocal influence of other organs upon it. Not activity only, but exquisite sensibility also, characterizes the sexual system during its period of awakened energy, and this sensitiveness exposes it to impressions and modifications from other organs as well as from external circumstances. It is only by a patient observation of these peculiarities and mutual influences that the physiology of female life can be understood; and, in like manner, it is only by an analogous investigation that we can arrive at a large and complete comprehension of its pathology.
As regards the pathology of this system, with which alone we are concerned at present, the first and most striking circumstance is the local change which occurs at puberty, and is maintained until functional activity ceases, with its irregularities, excesses, diminution, or suppression, and the local organic diseases to which the parts are obnoxious. This portion of the pathology has naturally attracted the principal attention of those who have devoted themselves to this department of medical science. But the morbid influence exerted by these organs when diseased, and in some cases when apparently not diseased, is also a very wide field, and one that has scarcely been sufficiently examined. Yet our knowledge of the physiological influence so exerted, its universality and intensity, ought not to leave a doubt of the equally subtle and extensive morbid power which must result from any serious derangement of this system. Lastly, the effect upon the uterine system of disorders or diseases of other organs or systems, cannot but hold an important place in a philosophical view of the female sexual system, endowed, as we know it to be, Fleetwood Churchill.
